Objective: The aim of this study was to examine whether there are associations between working conditions and the use of staff canteen or packed meals among Finnish employees. Setting: Data were obtained from cross-sectional surveys on working conditions, conducted triennially (1997, 2000, 2003) since 1997. Subjects: In each survey, the subjects were 25-64-year-old employed Finnish employees: 3096 men and 3273 women. Results: Employees at large workplaces used canteens far more often than those at smaller workplaces. Working conditions played a different role in canteen use at small and large workplaces, as well as among the different sexes. At small workplaces, physically demanding jobs held by female employees and low job control encouraged employees to use the canteen. On the other hand, at large workplaces, low social support at work encouraged the use of canteens among men whereas high mental strain at work meant they used the canteen less. Among women, eating packed meals was not related to working conditions, but among men, low social support and high mental strain at work were associated with more frequent use of packed meals. Conclusions: The use of a staff canteen is largely determined by the size of the workplace and by employee education. The underlying factor could be the availability of canteens, a question which must be confirmed in further studies, since well-planned mass catering at workplaces has major effects on public health, well-being and the nutrition education of employees.
Finns have a long tradition of having a hot meal during the work day [1] [2] [3] and this meal is largely consumed at workplace cafeterias 4, 5 .y Meals served at these cafeterias are balanced according to dietary guidelines 6 , and can thus serve as a model of an optimal diet 7, 8 . Employees' food choices at workplace cafeterias are indeed found to be more in line with nutritional recommendations than at other eating places, since, for instance, fresh vegetables, vegetarian foods and fish are favoured [9] [10] [11] . As mentioned in 'Recommendations for eating during the work day' by the Finnish Institute of Occupational Health in 1971, well-planned mass catering at the workplace has major effects on public health, the well-being and nutrition education of employees, and on improvement of safety at the workplace. This particular recommendation, which is based on the International Labour Organization's recommendations 12 , was made to ensure that every employee has the opportunity to eat properly during the work day. In addition, the existence of a workplace cafeteria enables employees not only to nourish themselves, but also to rest, relieve stress, and escape from the workstation during the work day 8 . Investments in nutrition may thus pay for themselves in a reduction of sick days and accidents and an increase in productivity 8 . The workplace could also be the origin of various health inequalities 13 , since working conditions have been found to be associated with employees' health behaviour [14] [15] [16] [17] and health [18] [19] [20] [21] [22] . Mentally strenuous jobs and high job control are associated with a healthy diet in Finnish female employees 23 , and physical jobs are associated with a snack-dominating meal pattern in male employees 24 . In addition, lack of time during the work day has been found to force employees to skip lunches or eat packed meals at their desks 25 Previous studies have shown that workplace cafeterias are mostly used among well-educated urban people 4, 10 and that women use packed meals more often than men 1 . Less, however, is known of worksite-related factors which could have an important impact on eating patterns during a meal break at work. For example stress, lack of time, workplace atmosphere and a physically or mentally demanding job could influence employees' willingness and ability to use the workplace cafeteria.
The overall aim of this paper was to study whether there is an association between some specific working conditions and use of the workplace cafeteria or packed meals among 24-to 64-year-old Finnish employees. A further aim was to study whether these associations can be explained by factors such as the level of education and degree of urbanisation, which in earlier studies 4 have been found to be associated with eating patterns at work.
Materials and methods
The study material consisted of the data from the 'Work and the Working conditions' survey conducted by the Finnish Institute of Occupational Health [26] [27] [28] . The survey data were collected in 1997, 2000 and 2003. Every third year, a random sample of men and women aged 25-64 years was drawn from the national population register maintained by Statistics Finland. Employed Finns from all possible workplaces (except for farmers) were included in this study. About 60% (ca 3000) of the original sample (ca 5000) was finally interviewed through telephone. The response rates were 67% in 2003, 58% in 2000 and 71% in 1997. The most important reasons for not completing the interview were not having the respondent's telephone number, the respondent's unavailability by phone or a lack of interest in participating in the interview. A total of 3096 men and 3273 women were included in the analysis.
The eating place was determined by the following questions: 'Where do you usually eat during working hours?'. The answer categories were: (1) I do not eat; (2) At home; (3) At a restaurant or cafe; (4) At the workplace cafeteria; (5) I have a packed meal* and (6) At some other place. Categories 4 and 5, workplace cafeteria use and packed meals, were used as dependent variables in separate models.
The main sociodemographic variables of this study were gender, age, education, place of residence and occupation (Table 2) . Age was divided into four categories, each covering 10 years. Education was defined as the highest degree of education achieved, and categorised into three groups: (1) low 5 elementary school or elementary school 1 vocational education; (2) medium 5 matriculation or matriculation 1 vocational education; and (3) high 5 polytechnic or university degree. The variable 'place of residence' referred to the degree of urbanisation. Occupation was divided into four categories. Working time referred to the regularity of working hours, shift and regular day work.
Relevant variables describing working conditions (see Appendix) were analysed by factor analysis, and we found four factors which had eigenvalues higher than 1 (3.3; 2.3; 1.7; 1.4). Variables that had factor loadings higher than 0.5 were selected from each factor, and we built sum variables based on these different dimensions. All variables had originally five answering categories, and all categories were equally weighted when constructing sum variables. New sum variables were: social support at work, mental strain at work, physical strain at work and job control.
The first sum variable 'Social support at work' consisted of four separate questions (Cronbach's a 5 0.71): (1) What are the relationships like between the employees at your workplace? (2) Do you receive help from your colleagues when needed? (3) Do you receive help from your boss when needed? and (4) How satisfied are you with your job?
The second sum variable 'Mental strain at work' was also constructed from four questions (Cronbach's a 5 0.77): (1) Do you feel stressed right now? (2) How often do you need to hurry to get your work done in time? (3) Do you feel that you have not managed to complete all the tasks you should have? and (4) How mentally demanding is your job?
Again, the third sum variable 'Physical strain at work' consisted of four questions (Cronbach's a 5 0.64): (1) Is there dust at your workplace? (2) Do you use solvents in your job, and do they bother you? (3) Do you sweat when you are working? and (4) How physically demanding is your job?
The last sum variable 'Job control' consisted of the following four questions (Cronbach's a 5 0.71): (1) Can you influence issues at work that relate to you? (2) Can you influence the order in which you do you tasks? (3) Can you influence your workload? and (4) Can you influence the length of your work day?
All sum variables were divided into quartiles, the first category was defined as the best and the fourth as the worst. The variables 'Social support at work' and 'Job control' were divided as follows: 'very high'; 'high; 'low'; and 'very low', the first one being the reference category. The other two sum variables: 'Mental strain at work' and 'Physical strain at work' were divided as follows: 'very low'; 'low'; 'high'; and 'very high', the first one, again, being the reference category.
The associations between working conditions and eating patterns will be presented according to each workrelated factor: occupation, working time, social support at work, mental and physical strain at work, and job control. The distributions of the variables used in the analyses are described in Table 2 .
Statistical methods
The prevalence of the use of workplace cafeterias or eating packed meals was described according to the size of the workplace. Firstly, differences in the prevalence of workplace cafeteria use and the use of packed meals were analysed by cross-tabulations. Secondly, the analyses were carried out by logistic regression models. All the analyses were made separately for males and females, since practices and attitudes towards food have been observed to be gender-specific 29, 30 . Models were also fitted separately to small (less than 30 employees) and large (30 or more employees) workplaces, since we noticed a statistically significant (P , 0.001) interaction between the size of the workplace and working conditions when studying the workplace cafeteria use. The overall effect was added to the model first, followed simultaneously by age, years of education and place of residence. As well as previous factors, occupation and variables describing working conditions were also added to the model. Results of the models are presented in odds ratios (OR) and 95% confidence intervals (CI).
We used the SPSS statistical package (SPSS Inc.) for the analysis. All analyses were carried out in a cross-sectional design.
Results
Men preferred workplace cafeterias, whereas women preferred packed meals ( Table 1 ). The frequency of workplace cafeteria use was, nevertheless, almost at the same level (30%) among men and women.
Finns with the highest education, living in the Helsinki area ate at workplace cafeterias more often than Finns with lower education living in rural areas of the country (Table 2) . Among the respondents with the lowest education and living somewhere else but in the capital area, packed meals were the preferred way to eat during the work day. Frequency of all working conditions varied according to eating place among men, whereas among women mental and physical strain were not associated with eating place.
Eating patterns according to size of workplace At large workplaces (30 or more employees) male employees preferred to eat at the workplace cafeteria, whereas at smaller workplaces (,30 employees) they preferred packed meals or other alternatives (Fig. 1) . Female employees preferred packed meals at small workplaces, but at large workplaces, both workplace cafeteria and packed meals were common. The size of the workplace was a strong independent determinant for workplace cafeteria use, both for men and women, since even after adjusting for age, level of education, place of residence and all sum variables describing working conditions, the association between workplace cafeteria use and size of workplace remained unchanged (Table 3) .
In the latter analysis, we decided to analyse the data according to the size of the workplace, as it was so strongly associated with the cafeteria use.
Eating patterns according to occupation and working conditions
Occupation Workplace cafeterias were used more by employees who worked in health and social welfare, or all kinds of office work at small workplaces (Tables 4 and 5 ). This association decreased somewhat, but remained statistically significant, after adjusting for background variables (age, level of education and place of residence). After also adjusting for other working conditions, the association strengthened among men and weakened among women, but still remained statistically significant.
Male workers in trading or service and in various office jobs at small workplaces had packed meals less often than workers in other occupations ( Table 6 ). The association also remained after adjusting for background variables and even increased further after adjusting for working conditions. At large workplaces, both women and men in trading or service and office work ate packed meals less often than workers in other occupations (Tables 6 and 7) .
Working time
Employees who had regular day work ate more often at workplace cafeterias than those who had irregular working hours, regardless of the size of the workplace (Tables 4  and 5 ). After adjusting for background variables the association remained, but disappeared among men when adjusting for the other working conditions in the model.
Male employees at small workplaces ate more packed meals if they had regular day work ( Table 6 ). The association between working time and the use of packed meals became even stronger when adjusting for background variables and working conditions. On the contrary, at large workplaces both female and male workers had packed meals less frequently when employed in regular day work (Tables 6 and 7 ). These associations also remained and even increased, after adjusting for background variables, although adjustment for the working conditions levelled off the association among women.
Social support at work
Employees who did not get social support at work used the workplace cafeteria more often than others (Tables 4  and 5 ). At small workplaces, adjustment for background variables levelled off the association among both men and women. At large workplaces, this association remained among men, even when adjusted for working conditions. Male employees at small and large workplaces had packed meals less frequently when the social support at work was low (Table 6 ). Adjustment for the background variables did not change the situation, but when working conditions were adjusted for, the association disappeared in small workplaces. Very high  27  27  37  26  26  45  High  26  30  32  26  31  47  Low  20  36  24  22  32  45  Very low  27  38  23  26  37  43  Mental strain  Very low  31  42  19  25  33  47  Low  22  36  27  27  33  43  High  20  28  35  23  30  45  Very high  27  23  38  25  30  46  Physical strain  Very low  26  27  23  25  29  39  Low  27  36  26  24  35  45  High  23  37  30  26  34  48  Very high  24  32  37  25  29  49  Job control  Very high  23  36  30  21  33  49  High  20  35  28  28  35  42  Low  32  29  29  24  29  45  Very low  25  33  31  27  28  47 * Workplace cafeteria ('työ paikkaruokala' in Finnish) -directly translated as 'workplace restaurant', means a specific place, located near or at the workplace, which serves bread, salad and drink as well as the main meal, to employees at a reduced price.
-Packed meal -the original Finnish word ('evä s') does not have proper English translation. 'Eväs' refers in Finalnd to any kind of food that is carried to work from home or from a shop, and is eaten at work, but not in the workplace cafeteria. Typical 'eväs' is bread with margarine, cheese or cold cuts, salads, fruits, yoghurt or leftovers.
Mental and physical strain at work High mental strain was associated with less frequent workplace cafeteria use in men working at large workplaces (Tables 4 and 5 ). The association remained statistically significant after adjusting for background variables and working conditions. Male workers, both at small and large workplaces, had packed meals more frequently when mental strain at work was high (Table 6) . When adjusting for all background variables the association decreased, but remained statistically significant. After also adjusting for working conditions, the association remained at small workplaces, but was lost at large workplaces.
Female employees at small workplaces with physically demanding jobs ate at workplace cafeterias more often than those with low physical strain (Table 5) .
Male workers at small workplaces ate packed meals more frequently when they had physically demanding jobs. The situation remained unchanged after adjusting for background variables and working conditions. At large workplaces, the association between the use of packed meals and high physical strain disappeared after adjusting for other working conditions (Tables 6 and 7) .
Job control
At small workplaces, low job control was associated with the increased use of workplace cafeterias among women ( Table 5 ). The association remained after adjusting for other variables.
Female employees working at small workplaces with low job control ate packed meals less frequently than those with high job control ( Table 7) . No major changes were seen when adjusting for background variables and for working conditions.
Discussion
In this paper, we have studied the associations between working conditions and the use of workplace cafeterias and packed meals among Finnish employees, so we were not interested in alternative eating places such as cafés and restaurants. We know from previous studies that education and place of residence are associated with eating patterns at work 4 , but the role of working conditions has been far less studied; this is why we wanted to focus on them.
Working conditions played a different role in canteen use at small and large workplaces, and also among the different sexes. At small workplaces, physically demanding jobs held by female employees and low job control were associated with the use of the canteen. On the other hand, at large workplaces, low social support at work encouraged the use of canteens among men, whereas high mental strain was associated with less frequent use of canteen. Among women, eating packed meals was not related to working conditions, but among men, low social support and high mental strain at work were associated with more frequent use of packed meals.
The most important factor that was associated with the use of the workplace cafeteria in this study was the size of the workplace. There could be several reasons for this. Large workplaces normally have a cafeteria of their own, which is usually situated nearby and easy to reach. In addition, meal breaks are more easily arranged at large workplaces, since colleagues can replace each other during the meal break when needed.
Working conditions had a different role at small and large workplaces and between men and women, but generally the associations were rather weak. Low social support at large workplaces encouraged male employees to eat at workplace cafeterias and not to have packed meals. This could be because of the wish to avoid fellowworkers at communal break rooms where packed meals are usually eaten; in the cafeteria, meal company can be chosen more freely. As Uusitalo et al. 31 found in their study of Finnish male construction workers, high social support at workplaces was associated with employees' willingness to eat with their fellow workers.
The use of the cafeteria was more frequent among women when working time was regular day work rather than shift work. Similar results have also been found earlier 32 , and can probably be explained by the availability of cafeteria services. For those working in shifts, the cafeteria is not likely to be open at mealtimes, or the choices of cooked meals are limited 33 . Physically demanding work at small workplaces encouraged employees to eat at workplace cafeterias, but packed meals were also chosen among male workers. This result concerning cafeterias is somewhat surprising, since it could be assumed that working clothes, like overalls, as well as dirt and sweat could make employees uncomfortable about visiting public places such as workplace cafeterias. A stronger association between physically demanding jobs and the use of packed meals was somewhat expected, because for example employees at construction sites or lorry drivers have, according to earlier studies, preferred packed meals 31, 34 .
Mentally demanding jobs and time pressure at work seemed to be associated with less workplace cafeteria use among male workers at large workplaces and more frequent use of packed meals at small workplaces. Naturally, when work is hectic, employees tend to eat as fast as possible, sometimes without even leaving their desks 25 . There is probably not enough time to have meals with colleagues during the work day in such situations, as eating occasions last longer when the group size of eaters is bigger 35, 36 . Meals could also be skipped completely, which could lower workers' productivity, increase stress and lead to snacking 8 , which is presumably an unhealthy habit 24, [37] [38] [39] . Women visited cafeterias more often when job control was high in small workplaces. This could indicate that at small workplaces, cafeterias are probably situated outside the workplace. Good job control would give the employee a better opportunity to organise his/her tasks so that eating outside the workplace is possible. At large workplaces where the cafeteria is probably situated at the workplace, this is not so critical.
This study confirmed that education is strongly associated with workplace cafeteria use, a result which has also been found in earlier studies 4, 10 . The association between education and the use of a workplace cafeteria could be partly explained by working conditions, since well-educated people are more likely to work at places where the cafeterias are arranged properly and they may also have better financial resources for eating at the cafeterias. Well-educated people are also more healthorientated 40 and might thus choose a balanced meal at the workplace cafeteria instead of grabbing something to eat while working.
Although our data are extensive and nationally representative, there are, however, some limitations. The measure on workplace cafeteria usage is rather approximate. The form of the question has, however, remained the same throughout the study years. Availability of a workplace cafeteria obviously affects the frequency of its use, and in this study, we were not able to study the availability of these cafeterias. The reasons for using packed meals among women were clearly not related to working conditions, and thus more research, preferably by qualitative methods, is needed in this area.
Conclusions
The use of the workplace cafeteria is largely determined by the size of the workplace in question, and by employee occupation; thus, by educational level. The underlying factor could be the availability of canteens, a question which must be confirmed in further studies, since well-planned mass catering at workplaces has major effects on public health, well-being and nutrition education of employees. 
